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The book entitles Improvisational Islam: Indonesian Youth in a Time of
Possibility by Nur Amali Ibrahim describes about unconventional and un-
expected ways of being a Muslim in Indonesia. As the author argues, the
case study of Indonesia occurred in a heightened political context in which
the life of Muslims is portrayed to be a practitioner of Islamic religion by
observing their scriptures. At the same time, Muslims also draw on the
non-traditional ideas and practices that originated from the West that
circulate in their society.
In some ways, these two groups of organizations are trying to envi-
sion alternative ways of being Muslims to make them independent from
the established religious and political authorities. The former observes the
Islamic scriptures alongside the Western human sciences. While the latter
utilizes the methods originating from the business world to promote reli-
gious understanding and spiritual rebirth, including self-help, account-
ing, and auditing. However, both groups argue that they have a great
degree of improvisation and creativity in their interpretations of Islam.
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In general, the book contains five main chapters. They are discussed
under the topics: The Tremblingness of Youths, Religion Unleashed, Ac-
counting for the Soul, Playing with Scriptures, and From Moderate Indo-
nesia to Indonistan. Based on the nature of its discussion, they can be
categorized in the subjects of anthropology, religion, and sociology. Pub-
lished by Cornell University, Ithaca, this book is a good read in its field.
The author, Nur Amali Ibrahim, wrote that one of his motivations in
writing this book as described in the prologue of the book (p. 2): I had
arrived in Indonesia’s capital city Jakarta in 2008 to observe what had
become of Islam since the nation became a secular democracy ten years
earlier. For three decades from 1965 to 1998, Indonesia was ruled by the
military authoritarian regime of President Suharto that heavily controlled
public expressions of religiosity, permitting those that were compatible
with state ideology while banning others that were regarded as threats.
When Suharto’s rule ended, wide-ranging democratic reforms were imple-
mented in Indonesia as free and fair elections were held for the first time
since 1955, provinces were given greater autonomy to pass their own
bylaws, and press bans were lifted. Democracy’s arrival on Indonesian
shores helped to erode the limits that had been imposed on the religious
imagination. Numerous new and previously marginalized religious actors
appeared on the scene to demand inclusion in the emergent political land-
scape and brought along with them new bodily operations that one could
perform in order to be pious.
From the above description, in this current book, Nur Amali Ibrahim
tries to paint a detailed portrait of the actors, especially students, seeking
to reconcile some of the major social forces in the Muslim world por-
trayed as liberalism, radicalism, and secularism. They strive to find their
true place in this fast-changing, democratizing nation of Indonesia. For
that reason, the author of this book shows the importance of scholarly
attention regarding this matter, especially in the world’s largest Muslim
country, both from the anthropology and religious studies.
In doing so, Nur Amali Ibrahim presents some important comparison
between the two groups of students: Islamists at the secular University of
Indonesia, and liberals at the National Islamic University. The author dem-
onstrates the complexities of backgrounds and personal motivations that
make the students join either one of the groups. More specifically, this
book Improvisational Islam shows how the students incorporate the West-
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ern methodology as coping mechanisms and fighting for neoliberal capi-
talism into the local environment.
The case study of Indonesia is important and significant to be dis-
cussed, especially in the discourse on moderate Muslims. This is due to
the fact that the nation has shown its tolerance and practices of pluralism
and moderation. Even though the religious practices in Indonesia showed
an apparent conservative turn in recent years, Nur Amali Ibrahim’s Impro-
visational Islam tries to highlight the boundary between conservative and
moderate in a provocative way.
It is important to note that the author refers “a time of possibility”
when Islam returns to the political stage as a larger democratic turn since
the end of the former President Suharto’s era of authoritarian rule in 1998,
in which Islam had been politically repressed since the 1960s. At this time
of growth, youths are re-energizing Islam as a political force through po-
litical parties and social movements. The author describes in the introduc-
tion part of the book (p. 7):
“Improvisational Islam” is the term I will use to describe the unconventional
forms of religious practices I observed in Indonesia, such as behaving impiously
and reading humanistic and social scientific books in order to rethink religion,
and using techniques of accounting and stepping on broken glass to develop
religious fervor. Improvisation is acting, performing, or making something spon-
taneously using whatever resources that are available, often as a response to a
situation that is rapidly changing. It is an important part of cultural activity.
This is where the author, Nur Amali Ibrahim, seeks to access the expe-
riences of actors through the lives of the activists in student organizations
in universities. Specifically, Nur Amali Ibrahim’s Improvisational Islam fo-
cuses on two groups of student activists: an Islamist organization, the
Campus Proselytization Association, operating in Indonesia’s top secular
university, Universitas Indonesia; and a liberal Muslim group known by its
acronym Formaci, which is active in the top of Islamic university in the
country, Universitas Indonesia Nasional Syarif Hidayatullah.
Religious improvisation is different from the mysticism or syncretism
as historically made Islam in Indonesia as different from other places of
the world. Improvisation in the Islamic religion, as described by the au-
thor in this book refers to using future modern tools rather than relying
on the past, in which the practice cannot exist without the secular. Nur
337Vol. 15 No. 2 Desember 2019
Amali Ibrahim argues that even though it is seldom acknowledged in public
discourses on religion, improvisation is an important part of religion as it
is true in the cultural arenas.
In the introduction part of the book, Nur Amali Ibrahim explains about
the terms improvisational Islam, a time of possibility, political and playful
youths, surprised by Islam, and the plan of the book. According to the
author of Improvisational Islam, he uses the same theoretical approach as
a common ground as other scholars who are writing about everyday Is-
lam. As most scholars agreed, this approach not only examines how Mus-
lims are observing the religious scriptures and doctrines in their religion.
However, sometimes there are more tangled and complicated ways of the
religious and non-religious concerns.
More specific with the contents of the book, Nur Amali Ibrahim draws
the plan of the book into five chapters. Chapter one, under the topic of
The Tremblingness of Youths, describes the two student organizations in
which the author conducted the fieldwork. In this chapter, the author
describes the matters related to fieldwork among student activists, youths
and the nation, Islam and the nation, and the student and the senior.
According to the author, this chapter specifically describes the data col-
lection methods he used. In addition, he also introduces some key infor-
mants like Rizal, Hassan, and Nuriya. Nur Amali Ibrahim describes briefly
about this topic (p. 28):
Dominant historical narratives portray youths like them as key agents of Indo-
nesian nationalism, which is why young people in Indonesia have long been
permitted to feel a sense of tremblingness, or that quivering, can’t-hold-back,
impatient desire to change their society and nation. This enduring youthful
capacity for tremblingness, I suggest, propels contemporary acts of religious
improvisation.
Chapter two of the book is written under the topic of Religion Un-
leashed. This chapter elaborates the ability of the informants to religiously
innovate as the result of the fall of the New Order in 1998. In this chapter,
the author elaborates the matters related to the cultural practices of DIY
(do it yourself), conversion stories of the students, secular Islamists and
religious liberals, strange behaviors in the domain of Islamic religion. In
this specific topic, Nur Amali Ibrahim argues that:
Unlike life during authoritarianism, democracy meant that religious identity
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is no longer subject to the same degree of microscopic governmental surveil-
lance. People are able to try on different religious identities as they join various
ideological groups at once, or move between them, and pursue different strate-
gies to deal with the enlargement of secular liberal ideals in this context. The
flurry of religious improvisation produces the counterintuitive patterns of Is-
lamists emerging from secular schools and liberal Muslims from madrasas (p.
28)
Furthermore, the author pairs the next chapters three and four under
the topics of Accounting for the Soul and Playing with Scriptures. These
two chapters examine how Islamists and liberal Muslims portray Islam
and secular liberal ideals as the dominant parties under the current de-
mocracy. In chapter three, the author writes the matters related to bu-
reaucratic Islamists, the study circle in the fieldwork, progression of the
fieldwork, and unstable assemblages of the process. In addition, in chap-
ter four, the author describes the matters related to self-study, madrasahs
and the possibility of critique, the unique issue of humorous Muslims as a
potent weapon of critique especially in the era of oppressed, and the
possibilities and limits of religious improvisation.
Different religious interpretations and interest in liberalism, for instance,
will develop different types of improvised practices. The author particu-
larly describes:
Islamists want to groom ultraorthodox believers who are punctilious about
ritual performances—persons seemingly different from the secular liberal sub-
ject. Yet Islamists make use of accounting and auditing technologies from the
business world because they find them useful for creating the self-governing
believer. Although Islamists have at times rejected democracy, there are demo-
cratic impulses in their religious improvisation. By forming devout and auditable
subjects, Islamists hope to lay the foundation for the creation of a transparent,
corruption-free, and pious nation before God. Liberal Muslims, on the other
hand, want to inject values like individual autonomy, gender equality, and
human rights into Islam, and do so by reading the Islamic scriptures through
the lens of Western human sciences. These activities occur in private study
settings that permit insults, jokes, laughter, and play, which render religious
doctrines vulnerable and thus ultimately changeable (pp. 28-29)
Next, chapter five is written under the topic From Moderate Indonesia
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to Indonistan. This chapter focuses on the acts of religious improvisation
when it intersects with political attempts to present Indonesia interna-
tionally as a moderate Muslim nation. This makes Islam in Indonesia dif-
ferent from the despotic and chaotic occurrences in the Middle Eastern
countries. In this chapter, the author elaborates more on the matters re-
lated to the making of moderate Islam, questioning whether the Islamists
are the bad Muslims, and things that are beyond religious violence. Nur
Amali Ibrahim argues that:
Although Muslims of different ideological stripes are actually capitulating to
the West and absorbing the ideals of secular liberalism, the moderate Muslim
discourse identifies liberal Muslims as “good” believers while denouncing Is-
lamists as “bad” believers in need of liberal salvation. Blaming violence and
discrimination on “bad” religion, however, promotes the view of religion as
bounded and coherent and overlooks the complex constellation of factors that
produce social ills. I reflect on this lesson and others in the epilogue, where I
make the case for what Indonesia’s improvisational Muslims can teach us
about making a habitable coexistence in today’s world (p. 29)
In the epilogue of the book, the author wraps up some important
points related to the issue of improvisational Islam. The author claims to
have characterized the Indonesian attempts to reconcile religious and lib-
eral values as improvisational Islam. In the process of adapting to the
world that is constantly changing, the term improvisational involves inter-
acting with other religious lives as a successful career in human history.
On the other hand, the call for religious improvisation is rather political in
the case of contemporary world. This is due to the fact that Muslims are
often portrayed as rigid and intractable.
Nur Amali Ibrahim concludes that:
My aim has been to show the imaginative labor put in by Muslims to create a
habitable life in a world saturated by the power of the West and the ideals of
secular liberalism. The religious practices that result from religious improvisa-
tion may be surprising because they do not fit into our conception of what
Islam looks like. Allowing ourselves to be surprised by Islam is important
because it helps us question the assumptions, we have about it, assumptions
that have not helped to make our world a better place. There is a parallel
between the attention I am drawing to “improvisational Islam” and how U.S.
activists concerned with police brutality targeting black people call their move-
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ment “Black Lives Matter.” Of course, all lives matter, but in a world where
people of color are exterminated systematically, it becomes politically impera-
tive to state that black lives matter (pp. 150-151)
Based on the issues discussed above, Nur Amali Ibrahim’s Improvisa-
tional Islam concludes with a note of a little skepticism about the devel-
opment and uniqueness of Islam in Indonesia. The author does not spe-
cifically point out to the practices of Islam as in the Middle East. However,
he portrays the way Indonesian Muslims react to some geopolitical issues
around the world that politicize the religious practices itself.
The above conclusion, however, remains unclear in terms of how the
act of improvisation can influence the political force in the practice of
democracy in Indonesia. This issue is left unexplored by the author. Refer-
ring to the Indonesian national election in 2019, many political parties
and candidates attempted to promote the best of Islam in their own plat-
form as the right form of Islam itself. Among the candidates, for instance,
K.H. Ma’ruf Amin, as the chairman of Indonesia’s national religious coun-
cil (Majlis Ulama Indonesia), used the slogan of middle path Islam (Islam
Wasatiyyah).
In this case, can improvisational Islam change something beyond the
everyday life of a Muslim, including in its political arena? On top of that,
anti-Islam activists at the level of international politics argued that this
kind of act of improvisational Islam is not really relevant in the fight against
the issue of Islamic violence. Hence, Nur Amali Ibrahim’s Improvisational
Islam remains unclear to what extent the proposed concept can be an
added value to social force and political change in Indonesia and at the
international level.
On the positive side, Nur Amali Ibrahim’s Improvisational Islam makes
a solid case of the flexibility of everyday Islam in Indonesia. The author
provides sufficient arguments as an excellent place to start a discussion.
There are some lessons we can learn, especially on the ongoing debate
over the label of the moderate Muslim. As Nur Amali Ibrahim concludes
in the epilogue of the book:
Perhaps there is a lesson or two to be learned from Rizal, Hassan, Nuriya, and
Indonesia’s other experimental Muslims. They are working hard to accommo-
date secular liberal ideals in their religious practices, but are Western secular
liberals also working to accommodate Muslims and other religious people?
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Our shared existence cannot be improved by putting Islam on one side and the
West on the other, Muslims on one side and Western secular liberals on the
other, “good” Muslims on one side and “bad” Muslims on the other, religion
on one side and secularism on the other. The imaginative impasse needs to be
breached. Maybe this calls for improvisation and new hybrid practices (p.
154)
Finally, Nur Amali Ibrahim’s Improvisational Islam has a systematic or-
der of writing. It starts with the prologue introducing to the issues dis-
cussed, follows by relevant contents, and ends with the epilogue con-
cluding the subjects mattered. In addition to that, the author lists the
notes at the end of the book as further reference. Perhaps it could be
easier for the reader to have the notes in the form of a footnote. However,
it is a matter of choice and preference only. At the end of the book, a list
of bibliographies and indexes are also provided to make it easy for the
readers to refer to other sources or the book itself.

